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— EMILIO IODICE, ROME ITALY

Charlie Chaplin was one of the greatest
silent movie stars of all time. He had
millions of fans. His films were seen
around the world.
Chaplin was a man of endless talents. He
did his own stunts, could dance and act,
direct, produce, and write music. His
pictures were enormously popular and he
made a fortune in the movie business.
Chaplin’s star began to fade with the
dawn of talking pictures in 1927.
Originally believed to be a fad, the
“talkies” quickly became the standard for
the industry and swept across the globe.
By 1928, Chaplin’s career was
evaporating. He believed silent films were
the most powerful medium of expression
because silence was the universal
language. His once adoring public, no
longer agreed.
His personal, professional, and financial
life was in deep trouble.
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A highly publicized divorce ruined his reputation. Stories from his ex-wife about Charlie’s
affairs made headlines and touched off
a series of scandals that seemed to
endlessly feed gossip columnists.
The
Internal
Revenue
Service
demanded nearly $2 million in back
taxes ($30 million in 2021 dollars).
Major studios stopped production of
silent films and banks no longer
extended lines of credit or loans. Critics
said Chaplin was finished. He had no
future.
His art was dead and his life was in
shambles. The most famous movie star
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on the planet considered giving up. He was 39 years old.
Instead, he decided to fight. He believed in himself and that one, last, great silent movie
would end the era with a stunning and unforgettable legacy produced by Charlie Spencer
Chaplin.
He sold his stock portfolio and self-financed his new film, entitled “City Lights.” He was warned
by the experts in Hollywood to drop the idea. They said it would never work. The movie would
be a flop and a commercial disaster. By the time it was finished, he was near bankruptcy.
Less than two years into production, Chaplin had spent $2 million. He never invested nearly
that much in creating some of his best work. The actor, director, producer became anxious
and nervous. He was losing control.
The film was a series of separate scenes pieced together. Shoots were canceled and actors
spent hours and days waiting for Chaplin to show up and work. As word reached the Hollywood
press, more stories emerged about his imminent downfall.
Suddenly, Chaplin rose out of the ashes of depression, gossip, trouble and anguish. He
focused on the task at hand: finish the film and make it into a masterpiece, despite the huge
problems he faced. At a certain point in the shooting, he became resolute. “Nothing could
deter me from making it,” said Chaplin.1
“City Lights tells the story of Chaplin’s Tramp and how he falls in love with a blind flower girl.
Her family is in financial ruin and on the verge of losing their home. The Tramp, having
befriended a drunk rich man who manages to forget him whenever he’s sober, manages to
get enough money to keep them in their apartment. Thanks to a bit of mistaken identity, she
thinks he’s rich himself, not knowing the trouble he has to go through in order to get the
money, whether it’s begging,
borrowing, or literally shoveling horse
manure off the ground. He goes to
any length to help her and doubles
his efforts when he discovers an
expensive procedure that will give his
love her sight back. He goes to the
drunken rich man for the money and
gets it, but through a series of
unfortunate circumstances, he is
believed to be a thief of the money by
both the rich man and the police. In
the chase to arrest him, the Tramp
manages to get the flower girl the
money for her procedure before he’s
arrested and thrown in jail.”2
The final scene in the movie is by far
the most important.
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The setting and the acting borders on perfection. It summarizes the feelings of generosity,
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compassion, gratitude and most of all, hope that is the essence of the film.
It is a story about values and how Chaplin led himself and others into creating the last great
vision of the silent movie era.
The clip starts when Chaplin is released from prison. He is depressed, broken, and homeless,
and has lost everything. He is walking more slowly, wandering on the streets aimlessly and,
unwittingly, finds himself near a flower shop.
The former blind girl operates the store with her grandmother. She thinks “she has heard the
slam of a limousine’s door, which was how she knew her “wealthy” tramp was near. She hears
him everywhere, desperate to make a connection again with the man who changed her life.
Before, she was merely a beggar on the street selling flowers. With her eyesight, she was able
to open her own shop and provide for her grandmother and make something of herself.”3
The Tramp walks past the store. He finds a discarded flower in the gutter and picks it up. It is
like those he used to buy from her.
The fallen blossom represents beauty
at its core, mistreated and thrown
away.
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Newsboys torment Chaplin and make
fun of him in a heartbreaking scene
filled with injustice. She watches from
her store at the beleaguered Tramp
and laughs at him, almost jeeringly.
The Flower Girl does not know who he
is. To her, he is an unfortunate
destitute. He silently walks up to her.
He recognizes her. Compassionately,
she hands him a flower. He brings it to
his lips. She takes a coin and wraps
his hand around it.

She holds his hand and suddenly, a
light emerges in her eyes. The world stops. The Flower Girl feels something familiar in that
touch. He looks at her and asks, “You can see now?”4 She is shocked, “taken aback and
brings his hand to her chest, cherishing it.”5
The movie ends, leaving us with the feeling that they lived happily ever after.
“Near the end of his life, Chaplin still marveled at the magic of the scene: ‘I’ve had that once
or twice, he said. In City Lights… I’m not acting …. Almost apologetic, standing outside myself
and looking … It’s…beautiful.’”6
The story and the final moment, in particular, is about care and love. It is timeless.
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The message of City Lights is one for us today.
After the war against the Great Virus of the 21st
Century, where we were subjugated by fear and
blinded by desperation, we find hope in
generosity, kindness, heroism, and leadership.
We as people, from all nations, rose to defeat a
common enemy and restore our energy to right
the wrongs of this planet and save humanity and
all the goodness it represents.
The film was huge success. It took nearly 3 years
to produce and when it debuted in 1931, was
enormously popular.
“In the final analysis, Chaplin had done what
many thought impossible. He had produced a
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Albert Einstein and Charlie Chaplin at the Premier of City Lights,
Hollywood, 1931, Courtesy Medium.com

critically and commercially successful silent
film three years after the demise of American
silent cinema. More astonishingly was the
‘City Lights’ reissue in 1950, when it was
praised by ‘Life’ magazine as “the best movie
of 1950.’ ‘City Lights’ is Chaplin at the height
of his powers, providing a loving look—and
farewell—to the pure art of silent
filmmaking.”7
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“Perhaps the surest confirmation that City Lights was a masterpiece came at its Los Angeles
premiere, where Chaplin’s friend Albert Einstein, the world’s greatest thinker and humanist,
was in the audience.”8
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“During the final scene I noticed Einstein wiping his eyes,” Chaplin reported.
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